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THE NORTHERN SEA ROUTE 


The 1967 navigation season on the Northern Sea Route 
(NSR) has been heralded by a Soviet announcement 
that transit of the route by commercial vessels of for- 
cign countries will be permitted this year for the first 
time. Torcign vessels have previously been permitted 
along only the western part of the route. Although the 
prospects for greatly expanded use of the route for 
through traffic this season appear to be dim, potential 
foreign users are not entirely lacking. The principal sig- 
nificance of the Sovict proposal may, however, be politi- 
cal. Since commercial vessels transiting the NSR must 
depend on the extensive Sovict iccbreaking and weather 
forecasting services, foreign use of the route could serve 
to reinforce Sovict claims to sovereignty over the Arctic 
seas north of the USSR. Even if use by foreign vesscls 
is limited, the announced opening of the route makes 
good propaganda for the USSR since it can be inter- 
preted in Japan and Europe as a Soviet willingness to 
extend areas of mutual cooperation. Also, on the 50th 
anniversary of Sovict rule it dramatically underscores 
Communist scientific-cconomic achievements in the 
polar regions. 


Historical Background 


The development of what is now the NSR dates back 
to the quest for a Northeast Passage to the Orient in the 
middle of the 16th century. Until the 1917 revolution 
the only portions of the route that were used regularly 
for navigation were largely in the hands of foreigners, 
often acting on the basis of concessions granted by the 
czarist government. The newly formed Sovict Govern- 
ment was interested in developing an efficient transpor- 
tation system along the northern Siberian coast for both 
economic and strategic reasons. It was felt that the 
resources of an cnormous area of hitherto unexploitable 
territory could be tapped if the river mouths along the 
Siberian shore were made regularly accessible to mari- 
time shipping. Furthermore, such a route would enable 
Sovict ships to pass between European and Asiatic USSR 
without crossing foreign, potentially hostile waters and 
indeed almost without losing sight of the Sovict coast. 
In 1920 a special committee for the NSR (Komsevero- 
put’) was created for the purpose of organizing and 
supervising trading ventures through the Kara Sca to the 
estuaries of the Ob’ and Yeniscy rivers. These experi- 
ments in commercial exploitation of the route, known as 
the Kara Expeditions, were successful enough to en- 
courage more extensive investment in the Arctic. As 
part of the massive administrative reorganization that 
oceurred during the First Five Year Plan a new gov- 
ernment dcpartment—the Chicf Administration of the 
Northern Sea Route (Glavsevmorput’(-GUSMP )—was 
created in 1932 to develop, equip, and maintain an 
Arctic scalane. Carrying out its mission in the 1930's, 
GUSMP constructed port facilities at 11 Arctic settle- 
ments, formed an ieccbreaker flect, established extensive 
weather- and ice-forecasting facilities, and developed 
staging, dispatching, and controlling procedures for 
shipping. To increase its knowledge of the Arctic en- 
vironment and to train Arctic specialists, GUSMP sct 
up its own research and training organizations, including 
the Arctic Scientific Research Institute and the Hydro- 


graphic Institute, At the same time GUSMP also sought 
to stimulate northern economic development by conduct- 
ing geological explorations for mincrals and operating 
numcrous mining, fishing, and agricultural cnterprises. 
GUSMP’s empire expanded until 1938, when it extended 
over more than a quarter of the USSR and controlled a 
labor force of approximately 35,000 persons. 

In following ycars, the Sovict Government gradually 
dissolved the once omnipotent GUSMP by shifting its 
many functions to appropriate ministries. Although 
some of these changes have coincided with “had” years 
on the sea route, they more likely reflect an attitude 
that the route had developed into a normal shipping 
operation and hence should be managed in a routine 
way. The Ministry of the Maritime Fleet is now re- 
sponsible for overall operations on the NSR; its Ice- 
breaker and Arctic Flect Administration in Murmansk 
has direct contro] of navigation on the route. Shipping 
on the northern rivers is controlled by the Ministry of 
the River Flect. Weather and ice forecasting, as well 
as Arctic scientific research, is the primary responsibility 
of the Main Administration of the IIydrometvorological 
Service. The Polar Department of the Ministry of Civil 
Aviation is responsible for all nonmilitary air operations 
in the Arctic. 


Description of Route and Navigation Season 


The NSR extends some 3,400 nautical miles* from the 
Barents Seca in the west to the Bering Sea in the cast, 
passing through a series of seas and straits but mostly 
lying close to the barren Arctic mainland or the offshore 
islands (sec main map). Ships generally move from the 
Barents Sea to the Kara Sea through the Kara Strait 
(Proliv Karskiye Vorota), which is 18 miles wide. At 
times the 1.5-milc-wide Yugorskiy Strait (Proliv Yugorskiy 
Shar) to the south can also be used, and in some years 
ships can go around the northern end of Novaya Zemlya. 
Passage from the Kara Sea to the Laptev Sea-is made 
through the Vil'kitskiy Strait (Proliv Borisa Vil'kitskogo ), 
where four small islands restrict the width to 22 miles. 
Between the Laptev Sea and the East Siberian Sea, pas- 
sage is through cither the Laptev Strait (Proliv Dmitriya 
Lapteva ), 27 miles wide, near the mainland or the Sanni- 
kov Strait (Proliv Sannikova), 31 miles wide, to the north. 
From the East Siberian Sea, passage to the Chukchi Sea 
is made via Long Strait (Proliv Longa)—at 58 miles, 
the widest strait on the route—and thence through the 
Bering Strait, 

The eastern and western segments of the NSR are 
generally navigable to merchant ships for about 4 months 
annually, from early July through late October. Ice 
conditions along the central portion of the route, how- 
ever, limit the period during which transit of the NSR 
is feasible to a maximum of § to 10 wecks, usually com- 
mencing in August. Throughout the season, traffic is 
heaviest at the eastern and western ends of the route: 
relatively few Soviet cargo ships transit the entire route. 

The warming influence of the Gulf Stream usually opens 
the western end of the route first. Operations gener rally 
begin in mid-June, with an icebreaker cutting a path 
through the Kara Sea to the estuary of the Yenisey 
River. Merchant ships follow in convoys of 2 to 10 
vessels calling at the ports of Nar’yan- Mar, Novey Port, 
Dikson, Dudinka, and Igarka. Some go as far as Nord- 
vik and Tiksi. 


* Nautical miles are used in this memorandun, 
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At the eastern ond of the route, where ice conditions 
are generally more difficult, convoys assemble and start 
out from Provideniva in late June. Pevek is the desti- 
nation for most of these ships, although some. traffic 
reaches Ninbarchik and points as far west as Tiksi. At 
the part of ‘Viksi ocean cargo from the west and river 
carga from the south is transferred to lighters and 
coastal vessels serving a number of smaller ports nearby. 
Vt Smnall ports at the mouths of navigable rivers, also, 
carga is transferred to river ships and barges. The 
entire NSH is officially declared open sometime during 
(he first half of August when the major shipping lates 
haat been cleared by either ieebreakers or the reced- 
neooi the pack ice. Navigation conditions usually are 
citieute for S ta lO weeks, during: which 100 to 150 
fe *canderway along the route. Sailing time from 
“Terni } to Provideniva during this period ranges from 
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TERRITORIAL WATERS IN STRAITS ALONG THE NORTHERN SEA ROUTE 
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15 to 25 days, depending on ice conditions. Near the 
end of the navigation season cach year a convey of 
Soviet naval vessels transfers units eastward to. the 
Pacific fleet. The naval convoy has occasionally been 
hung up by the ice and forced to remain in the Arctic 
over the winter. 

The length of the navigation season, as well as the 
movement of traffic on the route, is controlled by the 
extent and thickness of sea ice, and this varies from wear 
to vear, Within a navigation scason, weather may de- 
teriorate and bottlenecks may deve lop nuexpecte lly. usue 
ally in the narrow straits. Even in more Open areas a 
shift in wind and sea currents can quickly move large 
concentrations of sea ice into shipping lanes and com- 
pletely curtail navigation. Persistent foes that are com- 
mon during the summer, as well as sei attored shoals, fur- 
ther hamper navigation. 
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Navigation Services ane Scientific Research 


Vo aperate a reliable shipping: route tn the extreriich 
harsh Arctic cuyirenment the Saviets have mide a hare 
capilab aavestment jt supporting services, \fost sic 
nificant dias been the establishment alia powerhil and 
hicient Heel of icebreakers anid) ieebreaker transparts. 
Twelve to fifteen icebreakers, including the 39.200- 
horsepower maclear-powercd icebreaker Lenin (which 
was ont of commission in (966). are generally nsed on 
the romte to apen sealanes and ta convoy ships. This 
fleet oun cope with pack jcc flocs that during the sum 
mer may remain 10 or more feet thick, The Savicts 
also plan to build two additional 30,000-horsepower 
nuclear-pawered iechreakers and three new conventional 
iecbreakers by L971. Since 1962 six Ameuema-class ice- 
breaker transports have been pul inta operation in the 
pokur seas. “These new vessels as wells five older Lena- 
class vessels. can travel Uie NSE without continerns ice 
breaker suppert. In lightice they ean ach as iecbresakers 
for other ships. 

A large network of polar stations and weather stations 
has been organized lo provide essential current report 
ing and Jong-range forecasts of weather and ice condi- 
tions, as well as ta perform basic environmental research. 
At present over LOO polar stations, including 3 observ. 
tories, make meteorological, livdrological, aud) in same 
cases gcophysical observations on.a regular basis, “The 
stations arc located not ouly along the mainland coast 
but also in the islands, as far north at SI#YN, 

Surveillance of jee conditions is accomplished bath bs 
aircraft based at some 50 airfields and by helicopters 
that operate directly off the decks of icchreakers. Air 
eral observers advise icebreakers aid aierehiant ships 
of Jocal ice conditions and direct them to vanes of rin: 
mum ice concentration and Jeads through the fee. ie 
gional ice reports and charts are compiled at land bases 
and transmitted by voice and photofacsimile to vessels 
on the route. ‘The jecaweather forecasting service, as 
well as ‘the ieehreaker fleet, is administered from the 
three major ports—Dikson for Che western sector, Tiksi 
for the central sector. and Pevck for the eastern sector. 
A hydrographic service has also been actively charting 
shallow waters and providing lights and buovace. 

The USSR is conducting an ambitious pregram af 
hasic scientific research on the entire Arctic enviran 
ment, dargely ander the direction of the  \retie and 
Antarctic Scientific Research Institute Coriginally the 
Arctic Scientific Research Institute). This programy in- 
cludes maintenance of the mach publicized drift) ice 
Stations and high-latitude airborne expeditions in the 
Polar Basin. At the drift stations. teams of scientists 
and workers carry ont meteorological, oceanographic, 
and gcophysical investigations throughout the vear. 
Only one drift’ station, North Pole 15. is presently in 
operation, but North Pole 16 is scheduled to be set up 
in thie autumn of 1967. The high-latitude airborne ex 
peditions annidly resupply and reman the drift) sti 
tiaus ad also land parties to collect scientific data fron 
Homaanned stations Uhroughout the basin. Airborne and 
iccbreaker groups also set out Drifting Automatic Radio 
Meteorolociea] Stations CDARMSs) and Drifting Auta 
aethic dacdio Beacons (DARB s) on the icopack. Daring 
recent Winters dauwu traverses have been qatde. an foo! 
and by ve icles over the prick jee OF Che coast af central 
apd eastern Siberia to sticky both tee dvianies ane 
Overologieal conditions, Hiya procrians af basic en 
SGrommental research: awe heen of practical wale in 
muproxdne maiedaiion on the NSE and) iu comsteoeting 
cavitary deedhties fa the Arctic Achievements of the 
POOP ALN Ges weefh iis thie operational expericner Guned 
iy Udae oder cu enimie rit. Tiive canned the Sayiel scien 
‘ Soca respect ui vartotis ficlds sand hase biciitated 


epenetiones ti thee Anmbaretic. 


The direct economic costs of all Arctic operations have 
been high-—three to four times more than costs of op- 


erations in the developed arcas to the south. To re- 


tain personnel, wages must include special henefits and 


area allowances and are about 05 to 2.5 limes higher 
than in developed areas, Machines and equipment are 
alsa more expensive because they wear. faster, even 
though many are specially designed for operation at low 


temperatures, 


Use of Route 


The Soviet decision to permit transit: of the NSR by 
foreign cargo vessels and simullancously to initiate a 
new Soviet cargo liner service between Europe ancl 
Japan awwas andoubtedly motivated in part by the desire 
to ohtain some revenuc from the cnormous ’ Soviet in- 
vestnent in polar operations. Prospects for any greatly 
expanded foreign use of the NSR, however, appear to 
be limited. 

Although the distance between western Europe and 
Far Bastern ports north of Tong Kong is shorter via the 
NSR than via the Suez Canal. the route’s trade potential 
is greatly reduced by its short season and the phiwsical dif. 
ficulties of navigation in the Arctic. An example is the 
trip between London and Yokohama, which is 3.500 miles 
shorter via the NSBR than via the Suez Canal (see map 
and graph at right). The Soviels claim this distance ad- 
vantage would effect a saving of 13 days’ travel time be- 
tween the vo ports, but Norwegian shipowners Food that 
the Tower speeds through the ice would shorten the 
run by only 8 days. Any savings would be substantially 
offset by the high insurance rates that prevail for Arctic 
navigation and by the icebreaker-acrial reconnaissance 
service and pilotage fees that the Soviets intend to 
charge. A preliminary figure quoted to the Japanese by 
the Soviets for icebreaker services is $13,000 for a 7.000- 
ton general cargo vessel. Such a vessel would pav a fee 
of about $7,000 to transit the Suez Canal. Other fac- 
tors partly offsetting the distance advantage of the 
route include the short navigation season, Che necessity 
of following a long, dangerous shipping Jane. the finan- 
cial havard af possible ice entrapment. aud the insnfti- 
cient service and repair facilities available. Vessels 
using the NSRomav have to carry additional reserve 
stores, and some may require structural modifications 
to withstand ice conditions. Furthermore, the NSR pro- 
vides Tittle or no opportunity. for intermediate trade 
stops, a major source of income for some shipowners. 

Inven with these drawbacks the new route might clici 
some interest in northern Purope, where distance savings 
may be great cnough to make the trip profitable.  Ship- 
ping between a port in northern Norway—-Kirkenes for 
example-—and Japan would realize up to a 45 percent 
saving in distance by using the NSR. For the Japanese. 
whose cconomy depends so heavily on the import. of 
raw materiat, the NSRoinay offer several trade apper- 
trnitices.  Ttems such as iron ore from northern Norway. 
apatite from: Uice USSR’s Kola Peninsula, and coal from 
Poland micht be suitable daaitk carco for the route. ‘The 
NSH is cnilikely to attract shipowners from southern Ma 
pope. because the distance to the Orient is about the 
caume ais Chrowel: the Suez Choial. Shipowners handling 
the heave volume of trade between the east coast af the 
Cited Stites and fpr are also unlikely to he interested 
in the nuanute reduetion in distance afforded by using 
the NSB orcther than the Panama Canal. , 

Fi addition to providing a scasonal capability. for 
tramsferiing aval vessels. the NSE carries: carve te and 
froma Chie Soviet Arctic.  Preieht turnover for the route 
ape from }aG000 fans ia PISS ta over 3.000000 tons iy 
P9GG Ee NSE fits been instramental in exploiting 


tarher pesaves adore the Yonisey ane Lena rivers. gickel 
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deposits at Norilsk. and tin deposits near Pevek. The 
Gabor dnidustey, which accouats for Che major shire of 
Archie exports, is centered at the Yeuisey port of learka, 
Where Soviel as owell as British and Scandinavian 
timber ships call qamnally. A recent development in 
the timber trade dias been the expert of timber fron 
the Lena River area to Japan in Soviet ships. ven 
though founage on the route continues los inerease, 
domestic use alone probably cannot pay forthe enormous 
iavestinent in supporling services. 

The decreasing importance of the NSKR relative to 
other ivpes of domestic transportation also may’ have in- 
fiuenced the decision to open the route to transit: by 
foreign vessels. ‘Phe southward orientation of Siberian 
trade and development has been accelerating during the 
last decade or so. Settlements are being supplied and 
resources are being exploited via a transport nctwork 
extending from the south into the subaretie, Major 
navigable rivers and uew rail lines and pipelines now 
link the subaretic and Arctic with the core of economic 
development along the Trans-Siberian railroad. which 
operates the vear round and handles ia one week twice 
the annual freight turnover on the NSR. As subarctic 
complexes such as those centered on Bratsk, Mirnyy, and 
Yakutsk continue to develop, they will expand the south- 
ward-oriented trade area and afford more competition 
to the NSR. particularly in the Laptey Sea and Yenisey 
Gulf areas. 
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Arctic Sovereignty Problems 


laplicil in the annanucement of permission for foreign 
use, of The entire NSH is an assertion of Soviet authority 
in the waters traversed, Like the czarist. gavernment 
hefore it. the Soviel Government has advanced several 
claims to sovereiguty in the Arctic. Ta a 1926 decree 
the USSR claimed all land and immovable jee fortia- 
tions within the triangular area bounded by the Sovict 
Arche coast on the south and the meridians 32°045 1° 
and 1GS°49'30°W. Excluded fram the sector were the 
easternmost islands of the Svalbard Archipelago in leu. 
rope and Lille Diomede [shind in) the Bering Strait, 
which belong to Norway and the United States, respec: 
tively. Tin 1928 and 1950, Soviet writers interpreted the 
seetor as extending to the open polar seas, including 
drift ice. Althongh the Soviel Government dias not ex- 
cluded foreign vessels from this broad sector and has 
not actively pushed the concept in recent years, it has 
consistendy demonstrated a strong proprictary interest im 
the aren. Moreover, it continues to keep the sector con 
cept alive by delimiting Uhe sector an all Soviet maps 
with a svinbol defined as “Polar Domain [Vlacdeniie | 
of the USSR 

Sovict territorial waters per se were defined in 1T927 
asa l2-mile zone bordering the entire Soviet coast. In 
recent vears the USSR has stated emphatically Chat the 
NSR passes through Soviet “territorial” and “internal” 
waters. Specifically mentioned are the straits leading 
to the Kara Sea, which are described as “overlapped” by 
Soviet territorial waters (see Enlargements ALB. and ©), 
The Laptey and Samikow straits, which imite the Laptey 
and Mast Siberian seas. are said to belong “historically” 
to the Soviet Union. 

Althongh these claims have not been recognized offi. 
cially by other nations, neither have they been chal- 
longed aggressively, because the route has nol becu vital 
to world trade and because, in practice, (ransit of the 
NSR is dependent on Soviet icebreaker and weather fore- 
casting facilities. The United States recognizes terri. 
torial waters to a 3-mile limit and officially rejects the 
[2-mile zone claimed by the USSR. In practice, how- 
ever. it observes the Soviet [2-mile zone. Vhe Ureited 
States has not recognized the Soviet claim to the Laptes 
and Sannikoy straits and has pointed out that the Sovict 
Government has no right to interfere with passage 
through the straits, hecause the 1958 Geneva Conven- 
tion on the ‘Territorial Sea and Contiguous Zone wnaran- 
tees foreign vessels the right of innocent passage through 
straits used for international navigation belween two 
parts of the high seas. The right of timocent passage 
through straits and territorial waters is of critical im- 
portance along the NSE. since jee can often force a 
ship to navigate within 12 and even 3 nautical miles of 
the shore. , 

In recent vears the activities of US iccbroakers, air- 
cralt. submarines, and drift stations in the Soviet polar 
sector have pil Soviet altitudes and intentions regarding 
sovercicnity in the polar sectar to a practical test. The 
Savicts have evinced no desire to push their broad seetos 
Claim. buat thes seem resolute in maintaining their au 
thority aver coastal waters. When US activity has 
deenis penetrated the sector, the USSR has reacted 
strands. NX serious incident occurred in firly F960 when 
ao Saxdet fichter plane shot down a USA RBA recan- 
bee tiee plane over the Baretits Sea. The USSR al- 
towed Hat the plane dad violated its airspace at a point 
Piorailes qrorth ola eae an the uorthern side af the 
Reta Ported. whereas the United States contended 
Hiab The qitane did not come witht 80 mites of Savict 
heoel oor teess ower seaaureas ever chitmiech as terviterial 
cates: of the USSHR. 

Pose fhe snmmers af P968-65 US jieebrenkers cou 
Vrebte sents 
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traveled Chrouech waters claimed lw the USSR bait cid 
Hot make a camplete transit of the route. ‘The Soviets 
maintained close sarvetihince of the ships. and althoneh 
they did) nat forcibly repel the vessels, they did stronuly 
treattirin Soviet uthority in these waters through diplo- 
matic notes. Ta b9G63 the USCGC) Nortlieind cutered 
the area from the east and traveled incontested to the 
Laptey Sea via Che Sammikoy Strait. During the follow- 
ing summer the USS Burton Island. with a prior agree 
ment to receive ice data from: the Soviet Uyvdrometcora 
logical Service. traveled westward alone the NSRoas fia 
as TE DYN T6214 TE An exchange of diplomatic nates 
during Ue vovage, however. resulted in i decision by 
the United States net te transit the entire route at that 
time. Tn 965. after formally rejecting the Saviet chains 
to Arelic straits made in these notes, he United States 
again sent the Nartherind into the region. this time fron 
the west with the intention of transiting the NSRL After 
condneting extensive occanographic surveys in the Kara 
Sea and sailing to within 30 miles of the Vilkitskiv Strait 
the vessel was damaged by jee and forced to return. 
Plans for the Northwind toa return to Uhese waters. in 
1966 via the Sannikov Strait were canceled becanse of 
the tense situation in Vietnam. 


Prospects 


The Sovict invitation to world commerce to use the 
NSB reflects a distinct modification of carlicr attitudes 
and policies. For oxample, by opening the entire route 
to foreign shipping the Soviets appear to have relaxed 
their security. over a sensitive area. “Vhe  deplov- 
ment of operational ICBM sites in the interior af the 
country, however, has decreased the relative importance 
of manned. aircraft bases in the Arctic and the stratedic 
valucoof the Arctic area as a whole. Military activity 
along the NSR ois most sensitive in the western half, 
where foreign ships were already permitted. alhough 
under closc Soviet’ control. The presence of foreign 
ships cast of the Yenisey estuary thus constitutes only 
aominor threat to Sovict sccurity—the possibility of ob- 
serving closed) ports and = monitoring comminication 
facalities. 

There is no doubt that the Soviets expect to carn addi- 
tional foreign exchange by the service fees charged. to 
foreign vessels and by their own new cargo service. At 
the same time they will highlight their status as a grow- 
ing maritime power, The possibility is good that some 
seandinavian or Japanese shippers will try the route 
this scason to see if any material savings can he realized. 
Until this practical expericnce is gained, it is impossible 
lo estimate dhe real potential of the NSBR oas an inter- 
national shipping lane. Similarly, the exact nature of 
the transit agreement will have to be studied and the 
extent of Soviet control over foreign shipping must be 
observed in practice before the sovercignty implications 
can be evaluated definitively. 
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Convoy assembling at Providentiva 
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